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Abstract 
The identity of water-based community refers to the special characters of a community along a major river or canal.  
Known as water-based community, its uniqueness lies in its residents’ way of life which is closely related to water.  
This study covered communities located from the upstream to the mouth of the rivers.  These communities feature 
their geographical, historical and ecological backgrounds as well as the culture of each ethnic group.  Additionally, 
changes in water-based communities have resulted from such infrastructure development: dams, sluices, roads and 
railroads. As a result, the communities have been transformed into land-based settlements. 
© 2013 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the Centre for Environment-
Behaviour Studies (cE-Bs), Faculty of Architecture, Planning & Surveying, Universiti Teknologi MARA, Malaysia. 
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1. Introduction 
This study investigated the areas around Mae Klong and Bang Pakong Rivers to the west and east of 
Bangkok, focusing on the settlement development from 1763 to the present day.  The subjects were major 
communities located from the upstream of major rivers to their mouths. Considered a young flood plain, 
aged 3,000 – 10,000 years old, the Central Plain was formed from the accumulation of alluvium (Pongsri 
Wanasin and Thiva Supajanya, 1981).  Raised about 3 meters above the mean sea level, the selected 
communities are located on the areas under which shells and traces of marine animals were found and the 
rivers where these communities are situated keep changing their courses; consequently, some 
communities have to move to other places.C.A. Doxiadis (Doxiadis C.A., 1974) has proposed a concept 
called Ekistics stating that five elements involving in man’s settlement are 1) Nature, 2) Antropos, 3) 
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Society, 4) Shells and 5) Networks.  It can be said that when one of the five elements changes, the 
settlement is affected.  This concept was applied to this study.  The fundamental elements in this study 
included 1) Nature, 2) Ethnic group, 3) Social practice, 4) Built environment and 5) Transportation 
network. 
According to the findings, it can be concluded that the identity of the settlements on the two rivers and 
their changes are as follows: 
2. Historical timeline 
2.1.  During the Dvaravati period (6th – 9th century) 
These communities were located on the terrace which was 3 – 4 meters above the sea level.  The 
communities accommodated Bramin and Buddhist religious structures built of laterite, sand stone and 
brick.  Moat and levee were used as city wall in the shape of circle, oval, rectangle or square (Dong 
Lakhorn on the Bang Pakong River, NakonNayok Province).  These communities were deserted for a 
certain time and later a new group of people came to settle.  As the rivers changed their courses, the 
communities on these rivers did not play an important economic role as major trading points anymore 
since big ships could not gain access to these communities, coupled with the emerge of new trading 
points such as Sri Vichaiya in the south of Thailand and had economic relationship with other Kingdoms 
in this region and India. 
2.2. During the Phranokorn period (10th – 17th) 
The communities were influenced by the Khmer whose influence spread to the flood plains of the Mae 
Klong River and the Bang Pakong River especially during the reign of King Chaiyavoraman (12th 
century) who built Bayon Castle as the new government center of the Kingdom instead of Angkor.   As a 
Buddhist, the king images of Lord Buddha and gave them to various cities including Chaiya Ratpuri, 
which is now Ratchaburi, whose city plan was in a rectangular shape (7.50 x 2,250 meters).  Located on 
the Mae Klong River, this city had WatPhra That in the city center, believed to be built during the 10th 
century of the Dvaravati period.  With the Khmer influence, the Wat was transformed into the Khmer 
castle during the 12th century.  During the Ayuthaya period, it was retransformed into Buddhist style 
during the 13th century.   Muang Singh Castle on the Mae Klong River in Kanchanaburi Province and Sri 
Mahosot town on the Bang Pakong River bear the evidence of the Khmer influence. 
2.3. During the Sukhothai and Ayuthaya periods (13th – 18th century) 
During the Sukhothai period (13th – 15th century), many towns were united into a kingdom where 
Sukhothai in the north of Thailand was the government center. Later during the 15th century, the 
government center was moved down to Ayuthaya on the Central Plain. At that time, there were small 
communities on the Mae Klong River to the west of Ayuthaya and to the east there were some 
communities on the Bang Pakong River.  Such communities are Kanchanaburi, Ratchaburi, Mae Klong, 
Amphawa (on the Mae Klong River) and Banna town, NakornNayok, Padriu, Bang Pakong (on the Bang 
Pakong River).  These communities were responsible for providing supplies and soldiers during wars 
with neighboring countries.  Towns on the war routes were usually abandoned because the residents were 
afraid that would be recruited as soldiers.   Such towns were not politically stable.  However, there were 
some towns which were away from the war routes such as coastal towns whose role was to produce such 
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goods as salted fish, salt, fish sauce and shrimp paste for towns on the upstream which needed such goods 
as well. 
Towns on the downstream of the Mae Klong River and the Bang Pakong River were sparsely 
populated because they were away from Ayuthaya, the government and economic center of the region.  
2.4. During the Thonburi and Rattanakosin periods (from 18th century) 
After the destruction of Ayuthaya in 1767, King Taksin decided to establish Thonburi, which is 70 
kilometers to the south of Ayuthaya, as the capital city on the west bank of the lower Chao Phraya River.  
As a result, more people resided along the Mae Klong River and the Bang Pakong River.  However, 
Thonburi was the capital city for only 15 years.  Later, during the Rattanakosin period, the capital city has 
been moved to the east bank of the Chao Phraya River since 1782. 
During the first fifty years of the transition period, Siam whose capital city was Bangkok was not 
politically stable since it had to wage wars with neighboring countries. A large number of different races 
immigrated to Siam such as the Chinese, the Mon, the Lao, the Vietnamese and the Cambodian.  These 
ethnic groups helped form the identity of a community. 
 During the reign of King Rama III, the rice and sugar trade reached their peak and Siam started to 
trade with England because of the Burny Treaty. These expedited the expansion of these ethnic 
communities.  Foreign trade grew more important when Siam signed similar treaties with other countries 
such as Portugal, America and France. 
The force that pushed Siam to open its country for economic reasons terminated the production for 
subsisting and paved way for transforming empty plots of land into farm land growing economic crops.  
Canals were dug to support the farm land on both sides of the canals as water resource and transportation 
network so the produce could be sent to Bangkok, which was the export center. 
Some canals were widened and deepened, one of which was Sunak Hon Canal, which connected 
Bangkok to the Tha Chin River.  San Sap Canal, which was to the west of Bangkok, was dug by the 
Malay from Sai Buri while the Chinese dug Nakorn Nuengkhet Canal, tributaries of Praves Burirom 
Canal.  Residents along the would-be-dug canals could contribute some money for the digging and could 
stake a claim for a piece of land on the canals.  On the east side of Bangkok, Phra Khanong Canal was 
dredged and Praves Burirom Canal was dug straight from the east to the Bang Pakong River by the 
Chinese. 
In the past, towns were established by the capital city as government towns to defend the capital city.  
However, during the reign of King Rama V, new towns were established for commercial purposes.  They 
were established by the Chinese, some of whom were hired to dig canals.  They married Thai women and 
settled down there.  Some of them were farmers and some were middle men buying rice and owning rice 
mills.  Some did handicraft such as making knives and farm tools while some roasted coffee beans, sold 
groceries, cut hair or made clothes.  It could be said that the Chinese do trading and provided services in 
the market communities while the Thai and other ethnic groups were in the agricultural sector. 
One of major factors which attributed to the establishment of town was the abolition of slaves during 
the reign of King Rama V, who spent almost 30 years gradually getting rid of slaves without any protest 
from the slave owners.  One advantage was that the citizens were able to choose a trade they preferred, 
motivating them to work harder.  Plus, the king allowed his subjects to own a piece of land and have the 
rights to buying, selling and renting their land. 
The identity of a community is the physical uniqueness of a community along with the rituals that its 
residents practice.  The identity of a community arises from; 
1. Historical events.  Major historical events of a community have effects on the composition of the 
community.  For example, a frontier town usually has a fortress, a city wall, a city gate, statues of 
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important figures.  Kanchanaburi Province and Bang Khla in Chachoengsao Province are examples 
of such towns. 
2. The way an ethnic group settles itself which is related to their beliefs.  For example; 
x Thai, Lao and Cambodian communities which practice Theravada Buddhism, Bramanism and 
animism.  These communities are similar in that temple is the community centers and is taken 
care of by those who live near it.  The architectural aspects of the temple comprise a chapel 
which houses the main image of the Lord Buddha, Vihar, a sermon hall, Chedi , Stupa, a bell 
tower and a cemetery.  The life cycle of a community resident – birth, aging, sickness and death 
– is related to the temple or monks who perform religious ceremonies. 
x Chinese communities where row houses are built for residential and commercial purposes. At 
first, they are one-story wooden structures with that roofs and later the second floor is added and 
the materials are more durable.  After that, the joss house is built to protect the residents. A 
fishery community usually builds a joss house for a goddess called Ah Ma or Ma Cho. The 
goddess are respected by Chinese fishermen in the south of China.  Before they go fishing in the 
sea, they will pay respect to the goddess.  As when some immigrated to Siam, they brought their 
goddess along.  Others build a joss house for other gods or goddess such as Pun Tao Kong, a god 
who protects the territory.  In addition, an almshouse is built for performing religious ceremonies 
such as the Chinese New Year festival, and the Vegetarian Festival 
x Christian communities, one of  which  is established by the French missionary led by Jean-
Baptise Pallegoix.  Later, some Chinese who have been converted come to live in these 
communities. A church, living quarters for monks, living quarters for sisters, a bell tower, a 
cemetery, a school and statues of saints are fundamental elements of these communities. 
x Muslim communities.  The Muslim immigrated to Siam during the reign of King Rama III after 
the digging of San Sap Canal and during the reign of King Rama V after the digging of 
PravesBurirom Canal.  They live in a cluster and the mosque is the community center.  The 
religious leaders’ houses, housing, a school, a cemetery and farm land are nearby.  (An example 
of this community is KhoRai community in Baan Pho District.)  Kho Rai community is located 
on a circular mound, believed that it was an island.  The residents can easily come to the mosque 
to perform their religious ceremony 5 times a day.  It is a 10-minute walk from their houses to 
the mosque.  The residents still lead their traditional way of life.  Some mosques offer some land 
for rent. 
Most Muslim communities are located along the dug canals that look like a strip of land.  The front of 
the house faces the canal and the back of the house faces the low land used for agriculture or raising fish 
and shrimps.  With this type of settlement, when the community expands, the mosque is further away 
from their houses.  As a result, mosques are built along the canal as well.  They can be seen on San Sap 
Canal, Praves Burirom Canal, Canals connecting Lower Hok Wa Canal, Canal 14, 15, 16, 17 , 18, 19, 
20,and 21.  In Bang Nam Priaw District, Chachongsao Province, mosques are located on canals only 1 
kilometer away from one another.  In this province, there are at least 50 mosques in one area because of 
the type of settlement. 
Religious buildings and beliefs of each ethnic group can determine the identity of a community.  When 
compared the religious buildings of the four categories, the Christian and the Muslim are very strict in 
terms of respectful images and symbols.  Images or symbols of other religions are not found in those 
communities.  The Chinese rank second because they are quite flexible.  In Uphaiphatikaram Temple, 
which is a Mahayana temple, in Muang District, Chachoengsao Province, aTheravada image of Lord 
Buddha can be seen.  As for Theravada temples, images of different sects and beliefs are exhibited to 
attract tourists; therefore, the identity of Theravada temples cannot be defined. 
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1. The adaptation to the environment.  The geographical features affect the identity of a community.  
A community which is on the river bank or near the sea has been adapted.  Its unique housing can 
be divided into 2 types: 
x A floating house.  It used to be built with bamboo and hard wood and could be moved to 
anywhere.  It was used as a shop and a house. A floating house is the first kind of housing in 
the waterfront community.  A boat was used as a means of transportation. These floating 
houses would meet at the mouth of a river, creating floating markets.  Later, floating houses 
were not allowed on the waterway; therefore, the owners had to be relocated on land.  At 
present, only a few floating houses are seen.  A floating house can be considered a culture of 
the water-based community. Floating markets are also disappearing.  Only a few exist on the 
Mae Klong River.  In a reservoir beyond Sri Nakarin Dan, floating houses are used as residents 
for fishermen and accommodations for tourist. 
x A house on stilts.  The waterfront house is raised at least 0.75 meter on stilts to avoid floods 
during the rainy season.  In low land, the house is raised at least 2 meters while the houses for 
those in a fishery community are raised at least 3 meters to accommodate the high and the low 
tides. 
2. The identity of a waterfront community is disappearing because of the following changes:  
x Mode of traveling.  As cars are replacing boats, road network is being developed.  Therefore, 
economic centers which once were waterfront markets have been shifted.  Floating markets are 
disappearing and shop houses are being closed down.  New markets are mushrooming along 
main roads. Those in old markets have moved to other places. This scenario can be witnessed 
in old waterfront communities. The population in new communities along highways keep 
increasing because there are factories nearby. 
x Construction of dams and sluices.  Some towns like ThaMuang were once waterfront markets 
cannot gain access to the waterway because of the dams or sluices; consequently, the shops 
there have to be out of business and are transferred into houses for low-income earners.  New 
markets are expanded towards highways.  The Canal 17 commercial community on San Sap 
Canal becomes deserted because of the sluices.  The waterfront market becomes a land market 
where vendors come to sell their products on certain days at certain times.  This type of market 
shuns the growth of registered shops because it is an informal sector.  More importantly, taxes 
that are essential to the city development cannot be collected. 
3. Conclusion and recommendation 
The following are solutions for the water-based community to maintain its identity: 
x Community preservation.  This can be achieved by restoring or revitalizing existing resources in the 
community such as houses which are culturally valuable.  They can be tourist attractions. The 
restoration should be a joint project between the municipality, communities and outside organizations. 
Floating markets like Amphawa, Bang Noi, Bang NokKhwak, Ban Mai, KlongSuan, NakornNuengket 
are examples of this project.  Besides restoring the buildings, the community’s physical environment 
has been improved.  Consequently, the community earns more income, leading to a vibrating society. 
x Preparation for natural disasters which tend to increase both in terms of frequency and severity. They 
damage buildings and upset public utilities. Previously, waterfront houses reflected indigenous 
knowledge in that they could stand floods but when communities have moved inland, those who 
design buildings do not take natural disasters into consideration so some buildings have to suffer a 
longer period of flood.  However, with recent advances in construction technology and material 
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production, buildings can be safe from such disasters, if they are designed or built in line with the 
surroundings. 
It can be concluded that architectural design and urban planning have to take the preservation of 
community identity into consideration and the communities have to natural disasters.  As a result, the 
communities will be immune to any disaster and still keep in line with their identity. 
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